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CHAPTER	  ONE:	  Introduction	  	  Overview	  
 My mission as an educator has always been to create an environment in 
which the foundations for profound and sustained success are laid without exception 
for circumstance, ability, or demography. In my 10 years of teaching, I have been 
firmly rooted in Preschool, Kindergarten and First Grade and the work it takes to 
prepare our youngest students to be successful lifelong learners.  I have discovered 
the significance of teaching young children, as well as the importance of intervening 
early to ensure a firm foundation in the language and literacy skills necessary to be 
successful in school.  I have also discovered the challenges in meeting the needs of 
students who come with little prior learning experiences or exposure to mainstream 
American culture.  On a daily basis, I face the challenges of educating students with a 
wide range of skill levels.   Over the years, I have worked with many students from 
minority and low-income backgrounds and speaking English as a second language 
who come to school well behind their peers.  This continues to push me to work 
harder and learn more about how to most effectively teach our most struggling and 
often disadvantaged students.  I have found that over the years, our students of color 
lack the background experiences necessary to engage meaningfully from the start 
with literature and the language used in the classroom.  Hardy states (2015, p. 29), 
“there is no greater investment—in the economy, in society, in the security of the 
nation—than in helping those in what Heckman calls “the lottery of birth” to achieve 
their full potential.”  As an early childhood practitioner, I know that it is critical to 
intervene early, which pushes me to reflect on the most effective interventions for 
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these particular students and to look more closely at how to best build the background 
knowledge necessary for success.  This leads me to ask How does curriculum support 
early intervention strategies of at risk preschoolers? 
In the following section, I will describe my personal journey as to how I 
became interested in looking deeper into the most effective early interventions for 
students who enter school deficient in early language and literacy skills.  I will 
explain what specifically led to my interest in researching the best ways to build 
background knowledge for 4-6 year old students and why this is important.  I will 
highlight how my career path led to this interest and how my current experience in 
educating students lends itself to researching this topic.  
Launching my teaching career  
As a young, naïve teacher I set out to change a system that doesn’t effectively 
educate its students and learned very quickly that our most underperforming schools 
cannot be changed by one person alone.   There are many factors that contribute to 
the success of students and I felt like a minor player in the system.  Despite this, I 
worked hard and was able to impact the literacy achievement of my Kindergarten 
students.  However, in a school system and community of instability, behavior 
madness and low support, I alone could not sustain the literacy proficiency of this 
population and so I moved on to a “better” district.   
Gaining support and feeling the gap	  
The first years discouraged me, but they also increased my awareness of the 
critical need for early intervention.  As I continued in my career, I taught at a school 
that had the resources, involvement, attitudes and leadership necessary to truly affect 
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student learning.  It felt good, but I couldn’t help thinking about the differences 
between schools and what I could do about it.  My students achieved at high levels, 
and continued to do so.  They went back to communities who supported their 
achievement.  The gap in quality of education and community support was clear and 
it kept nagging at me, and so once again I moved on to a more “diverse” school.	  
Finding the sweet spot 
I currently teach at a school where there is a balance between necessary 
resources to educate effectively for students who need those resources.  I have found 
a professional harmony with my past experiences of a poor quality school serving a 
low-income minority population and a high quality school serving a privileged white 
population.  My current school has the resources, personnel and community support 
necessary to teach effectively, while still serving a population with low-income, 
English language learners and other minority students.   
Professional Growth 
 Teaching in a higher performing district, has enabled me to grow myself 
professionally and reflect on my teaching experiences thus far.  I have seen the 
significance of parent involvement in improving literacy and maintaining learning 
over the summer.  I have implemented high quality volunteer programs and family 
nights to increase student achievement.  I have sought opportunities to improve my 
teaching methods to better serve our most struggling readers and writers, through 
Reading Recovery training.  I have worked beyond my capacity as a teacher to further 
the linguistic development of my most struggling students.   
Significance of Early Intervention 
8	  	   	  	   	   	  	   	   	  	   	  	   	  	   	   	   	   	  	   	   	   	   	   	  
 Like most teachers, throughout my years there have been students who will 
remain in my heart forever.  Some of these students remain there due to their 
incredible growth and progress and some due to the frustrations of trying a multitude 
of strategies to improve their achievement to no avail.  These are the students who 
keep me going and push me to further educate myself. 
One of these students is Sahgi (pseudonym).  Sahgi entered Kindergarten with 
an Individualized Education Plan and little else.  Sahgi came to me with so few words 
that I came to know his smile as indication of his needs.  He was one of my lowest 
performing students and most disengaged students at the beginning of Kindergarten.  
By the end of First Grade, Sahgi’s literacy achievement was average of his peers.  
Sahgi had numerous interventions in Kindergarten through special education services 
and what I implemented as his classroom teacher.  In First Grade, I made sure that he 
received a Reading Recovery spot with me, even when his special education services 
disqualified him.  This five-year-old boy who did not speak upon entry to 
Kindergarten, ended up being so verbal that getting through a thirty-minute lesson, 
one on one was a challenge.  He is a success story.  But why?  What were the 
interventions that made him go from a low achieving special education student to an 
average achieving student who no longer needed services?  
Reflecting on Student Success 
 Sahgi is just one example of a student who entered school without the 
experiences necessary to extend his own learning in a typical American classroom.  
What I have come to realize in reflecting on the success of Sahgi and others like him, 
is that we must go beyond building item literacy knowledge in order to create true 
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success.  Learning must be built upon prior knowledge and experiences in order to get 
to new knowledge.  For Sahgi and other learners with backgrounds other than 
“mainstream” culture, it is our job as teachers to create experiences that allow 
students to access school and texts, in order to truly level the playing field.  I have 
developed relationships with these students and their families in order to understand 
and appreciate the background knowledge they do come to us with.  Reading 
Recovery gave me the luxurious opportunity to work one on one with students in 
order to intimately know them and use their known to build upon and create new 
learning. Many students who have not been successful lack the prerequisite 
experiences necessary to set a foundation for further learning. 
Kindergarten to Preschool 
 I continued to teach Reading Recovery alongside half day Kindergarten until 
the state of Minnesota started paying for all full day Kindergarten settings.  I ended 
up teaching full day Kindergarten for one year before accepting an Early Childhood 
position.  My role is be to coach teachers, design and lead professional development 
and be a leader of a curriculum design team, as well as teach preschool half of the 
day. I took this position on in order to have a greater effect on our earliest learners.  
This is where my career journey meets the rationale for my writing this capstone. 
Rationale 
My purpose in studying the question of: How does curriculum support early 
intervention strategies of at risk preschoolers? is to obtain a more comprehensive 
understanding of the most effective early interventions for students who enter school 
with language and literacy deficiencies.  In my recent years as a teacher, I have 
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experienced the success of students who have received effective interventions and the 
failure of students who have not.  As the students move through the grades, I see both 
the continual progress and the continual struggle to become literate.  My experience 
has made clear to me that early intervention is critical, but it has left me wondering, 
why are some students still failing?  As I pushed further to answer this question, 
something has stuck out to me.  Students who are still struggling lack the prior 
experiences and background knowledge to draw upon in learning new information.  
This has led me to ask—what can we do to build the background knowledge 
necessary to be successful in literacy and language acquisition—particularly of 
students who enter school deficient in these skills? 
Providing access and opportunity for all students must happen in the earliest 
years of learning.  The research about kids living in poverty and their gaps in 
language cannot be ignored.  We must work to erase the known effects of poverty so 
that public education does what it was intended for—equalize the access to upward 
mobility, social progress and opportunity to all Americans.  Currently, politicians are 
working to enact universal preschool.  The idea of early intervention has been an 
ongoing conversation in politics and schools, and is especially relevant today, when 
more students are entering school underprepared and the achievement gap is 
widening.  There are numerous research studies to show the importance of early 
intervention, and there are studies on specific interventions that work.  Because we 
know that the early years are critical to the establishment of literacy development, 
what I’d like to know is How does curriculum support early intervention strategies of 
at risk preschoolers? 
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In the context of education now, my research will add to the conversation of 
preparing our earliest learners so that they enter school ahead, instead of already 
behind.  There are great things happening in our early childhood classrooms, but we 
cannot afford to try out interventions to see them fail.  By looking at specific ways to 
build experience for our students that leads to language and literacy, we will be able 
to better target the deficits in early literacy.  The achievement gap only widens, as 
students get older.  Therefore, it is critical that our interventions are the very best at 
closing the gap and preparing students for continued success.  	  
Conclusion 
As I started my career in teaching, I hoped to “make a difference.”  I thought I 
knew exactly what that meant, but discovered I was wrong.  After many challenging 
and rewarding years as a teacher, I find myself reflecting on that same idea of 
“making a difference”—what can I contribute to education beyond what I do for my 
students every day?   How can I be part of the larger context of changing the face of 
education?  The intent of this capstone is to do just that.  Looking specifically at 
critical early interventions for students who enter Preschool deficient in literacy is one 
way I’d like to contribute.  There are researchers before me who have confirmed the 
importance of early intervention and who have detailed interventions that have 
proven to be effective.  With my capstone, I am adding to the work that has been 
done before me about implementing effective early intervention strategies, by 
specifically gathering information on how to best build the background knowledge of 
our kids coming to school lacking the knowledge necessary to extend their learning.  
By studying the question: How does curriculum support early intervention strategies 
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of at risk preschoolers?  I will provide insight into using specific early interventions 
to close the achievement gap from the start. 
The following chapter is a literature review on topics essential to 
understanding what are the most effective ways to build background knowledge and 
experience for low-income, minority and English language learning students?  The 
review of literature will look at themes of early intervention,	  specific	  interventions,	  early	  literacy	  and	  language	  development,	  oral	  language	  and	  vocabulary,	  school	  readiness	  and	  effective	  vocabulary	  practices.	  	  By	  reviewing	  what	  previous	  researchers	  have	  found,	  I	  will	  be	  able	  to	  establish	  a	  strong	  rationale	  for	  answering	  the	  question:	  How does curriculum support early intervention strategies 
of at risk preschoolers? 
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CHAPTER TWO:  
 
Literature Review 
Introduction 
 
In my years of teaching Kindergarten, I have found that many students are 
entering school without the necessary vocabulary to be successful in literacy. I have 
worked hard to close literacy gaps of performance based assessments such as letter 
identification and writing vocabulary, but am still finding students struggling  as they 
receive further literacy instruction. The books in our schools have concepts and words 
that many students do not bring the prior background knowledge in order to 
understand and decode. Therefore, I am studying the most effective way to increase 
the background knowledge of students entering Kindergarten from the start, by 
specifically targeting vocabulary instruction and answering the question, How does 
curriculum support early intervention strategies of at risk preschoolers? 
In order to conduct a study of the best ways to build background knowledge 
for students who enter school deficient in the kinds of vocabulary necessary for 
school success, one must first look at previous research around early intervention, 
specific interventions, early literacy and language development, oral language and 
vocabulary, school readiness and effective vocabulary practices. The purpose of this 
chapter is to review these themes through the lens of other researchers in order to 
provide more information regarding the question: How does curriculum support early 
intervention strategies of at risk preschoolers? 
There are those before me who have confirmed the importance of early 
intervention in background knowledge and vocabulary and who have detailed 
interventions that have proven to be effective. The following will review the works of 
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these researchers and what they found to be true in their studies around early 
intervention, building background knowledge and increasing vocabulary for our most 
at risk students.  
Early Interventions  
In order to review effective early interventions around building background 
knowledge, the definition of early intervention must be established first. An early 
intervention is a specific plan to teach a student or group of students who have been 
identified as at risk or behind their grade level peers (Clay, 2014; Lyons, 1989). 
Typically this term can be used to describe any intervention of a child before third 
grade. For the purposes of this capstone the interventions will be specifically looked 
at for students in Pre-Kindergarten through First Grade.  
Schwartz (2005) stated, “early intervention is based on the premise that low-
performing students can be identified and provided supplemental support after a 
relatively short exposure to classroom literacy instruction” (p. 257). In further review 
of literature one can draw conclusions about the potential benefits and downfalls of 
early intervention. Intervening early means that long-term intervention might not be 
needed. It can reduce the risk for low achieving students from the onset, leading to a 
closing versus widening of the achievement gap (Schwartz). Yet, early intervention 
can often be quite costly and involve more highly trained staff or programming that is 
not always a quick fix (Musti-Rao, S., & Cartledge, Ramey & Schwartz). 
Musti-Rao and Cartledge (2007) stated, “The importance of identifying urban 
learners who are at risk for reading problems early cannot be overstated. Reading is a 
survival skill, and the failure to read during the elementary school years reduces a 
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person's chances of success in school and life” (p. 56). In reviewing the literature 
there seems to be overwhelming support for utilizing early intervention, especially 
with at-risk learners. If the impacts of early intervention are clear, then it leads us to 
ask, what are the most effective early interventions?   
“Studies using tiered models of intervention have repeatedly shown that 
providing direct, explicit and systematic instruction in the evidence-based 
components of reading instruction (e.g.,phonemic awareness, phonics, 
fluency, vocabulary, comprehension), to students at risk of reading failure in 
early grades, effectively prevents many long-term reading difficulties and 
reduces the likelihood of referral and placement in special education programs 
(Cooke, Kretlow, & Helf  2006, p. 138). ” 
In Denton’s report (2015), interventions that were successful for students with 
reading difficulties include: explicit instruction, extended opportunities for guided 
and independent practice, many opportunities to read and respond to text, and active 
student involvement (p. 232). Successful intervention in education today often relies 
on a tiered system in the school. Many refer to this model as a Response to 
Intervention (RtI) or Multi-Tiered Services of Support (MTSS) approach (Cuticelli et. 
al, 2015). Tier 1 is where the core instruction takes place for all students. Tier 2 is 
small group or one on one instructional intervention to target specific needs of 
students who are below grade level. Tier 3 is a one on one approach to provide an 
intense and specific intervention for a target skill. Below is the model used by the 
Literacy Collaborative.  The figure illustrates how the tiers layer on top of one 
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another so that tier 2 and 3 interventions are received in addition to tier 1 core 
instruction. 
 
(Literacy Collaborative, 2009) 
Coyne et. al (2010) stated, “RtI models support universal screening of all students in 
order to identify students who may be at risk and may require intervention in order to 
prevent future academic difficulties (p. 126).”  Research suggests that students who 
are identified at risk for language and literacy difficulties based on screening 
measures benefit from supplemental instruction at the Tier 2 level . One Tier 2 
intervention that has proven success is Reading Recovery. 
Reading Recovery 
    Reading Recovery is a literacy program for the most at risk first graders (Reading 
Recovery, 2014). It provides daily one on one instruction for 30 minutes by a highly 
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trained teacher. The program can last up to 20 weeks and at its completion a child 
will either; successfully discontinue services and be reading at grade level, or exit the 
program with recommendations for further action, such as special education referral 
(Reading Recovery, 2014).  
Reading Recovery is a comprehensive intervention. The daily lesson is 
structured and the teacher provides individualized instruction within this framework, 
based on careful observation of a child’s strengths and weaknesses, focusing on 
building from what the child knows (Clay, 2002). Marie Clay is the founder of the 
Reading Recovery program and she based her research on what successful readers do, 
rather than what helps struggling readers. Clay argues that it is important for 
struggling readers to be involved in continuous reading and writing procedures, which 
require active problem solving. The intent of Reading Recovery is for the teacher to 
support the child in becoming independent in their processing skills for reading and 
writing. Clay (2005) states, “the goal of teaching is to assist the child to construct 
effective networks in his brain for linking up all the strategic activity that will be 
needed to work on texts, not merely to accumulate items of knowledge” ( p. 117)   
Most of the literature supports the program and its effects on the long-term 
literacy of our most at risk students (Bingham & Patton-Terry, 2013; Cox & Hopkins, 
2006; Lyons, 1989; Shanahan & Barr, 1995; Pikulski, 1994). In Shanahan and Barr’s 
(1995) review of the program, they found that the program is effective and merits 
support, but made some recommendations to increase its effectiveness and lower its 
costs. Some of these recommendations include more time spent with direct phoneme 
awareness and spelling knowledge, reducing the length of the intervention, and 
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starting it after one formal year of literacy instruction consistently. It is important to 
review possible drawbacks of the intervention, while maintaining a focus on what 
makes it effective for certain students. 
    Something that makes Reading Recovery a unique intervention is that it does focus 
on the child’s processing system (Clay, 2002). The intent of the program is to literally 
‘rewire’ the brain and any confusion that has been previously established. Other 
interventions may focus on increasing item knowledge or ‘performance’ on an 
assessment. Reading Recovery (while increasing performance) intends to develop a 
child’s self-extending system so they will continue to learn without the support (Clay, 
2002). This brings up the complex nature of how children learn to read and write. 
There is a lot of research to establish how children learn to be literate. Due to the 
focus of the early years, this capstone will focus on the literature about emergent 
literacy.  
Literacy and Language 
The acquisition of reading and writing skills is referred to as emergent literacy 
(Clay, 2005). The premise of emergent literacy is language. According to Rush 
(1999),  
“Literacy development begins early on, as children learn to communicate with 
others through oral language. They build awareness of the connection between 
print and oral language as they observe competent readers using print to share 
and receive information and to engage in other interactions involving print (p. 
4).”   
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Literacy does not exist without language and therefore, it is essential to look at the 
oral language development of young children.  
Numerous studies have been done on the oral language development and 
vocabulary acquisition of young children and they show that young children coming 
from low income and English language learning environments have fewer words than 
those coming from higher socio-economic status and non-EL families (Beck & 
McKeown, 2007; Biemiller, 2004; Hart & Risley, 1995). This is critical to the study 
of literacy and early intervention. If children are lacking the words orally, they 
certainly will not be able to read or write them with an understanding of the word.  
It is important to note that many students do bring oral language and vocabulary skills 
to school, but often they are not of the mainstream culture and are not represented in 
the language and texts of school. Stahl and Stahl (2004) stated, “All words are not 
valued equally. Instead what we want children to learn is the language of school. For 
many children this is a foreign language (p. 68).” For English Language Learners it 
truly is a foreign language, but also many of the students coming from backgrounds 
other than the middle class white American, find it difficult to access “school 
language.”   
Oral Language and Vocabulary 
The links between literacy and language are clear. In studying early 
intervention and background knowledge, it is important to establish what is causing a 
gap for some students, particularly those at risk. Researchers have linked oral 
language development and academic vocabulary as contributing factors to literacy 
deficits. Hardy stated (2012) , “by the start of kindergarten the vocabulary gap is up 
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to 15,000 words—20,000 words for high income children, 5,000 for those from low-
income households (p. 24).” According to Ramey and Ramey (2004), the process of 
learning to read has a strong correlation to a child’s early language development and 
children who are in a rich and interactive language environment build strong oral 
language skills (p. 474). If oral language is the premise for further literacy it is 
essential to target instruction for students entering school with low oral language or 
low levels of spoken English. If students enter school with limited oral language, they 
are likely to lack the vocabulary necessary to comprehend or even decode text.  
“The need for quality vocabulary instruction in early elementary school is 
becoming more and more apparent. Children are entering school with a wide 
range of oral language skills, and many children begin kindergarten with 
levels of vocabulary knowledge that are significantly lower than those of their 
peers” (Cuticelli, Coyne, Ware, Oldham, Rattan, 2015, p. 150). 
Not only are students entering behind their peers, but they are unable to catch up 
because the students with more words continue to fill their word banks faster than 
those with fewer words. (Harvey, 1995). “Children who enter kindergarten with a 
small vocabulary don't get taught enough words -- particularly, sophisticated 
academic words -- to close the gap, according to the latest in a series of studies by 
Michigan early-learning experts” (Sparks, 2006, p. 16).  
Cuticelli, Coyne, Ware, Oldham and Rattam (2015) make the case for using 
the RtI model approach in addressing early reading skills, and make clear that 
vocabulary instruction is lacking. They state the need to go beyond code-based skills 
and use the tiered system to support vocabulary. Students who are entering school 
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with lower language experiences will not gain vocabulary at the same rate of their 
peers in a Tier 1 instruction and therefore need more support in vocabulary 
instruction to erase their at-risk label (Cuticelli,et. al). The topic of early intervention 
is widely researched and much of it is focused around academic skills. Yet, there is a 
growing body of research confirming the necessity of quality vocabulary instruction 
(Biemiller, 2004; McKeown, 2007; Ramey & Ramey, 2004; Stahl & Stahl, 2004). 
Particularly for students at risk, it is essential that vocabulary instruction happens 
early and is purposeful in order to close the gap before it widens. 
School Readiness  
In a longitudinal study of America’s Kindergartners, the National Center for 
Education Statistics (2000) stated, “Whether or not children succeed in school is in 
part related to events and experiences that occur prior to their entering kindergarten 
for the first time” (p. 2). Since children’s prior learning experiences set them up for 
school success, it is necessary to study the topic of school readiness. According to 
Ramey and Ramey (2004) school readiness is a pressing policy concern today 
because we need to be able to effectively educate all of our children to produce a 
functioning democracy. Furthermore, many of our Kindergarten students across the 
nation are entering school deficit in language and basic academic skills (Ramey & 
Ramey).  
School readiness continues to be at the forefront of education discussions in 
politics and policy today. Too many students are entering unprepared and so 
politicians and educators alike are advocating for universal prekindergarten. Soon 
there will be a day where universal preschool is enacted across the nation. 
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Unfortunately, that day has not yet come and there are still too many students 
entering our kindergarten classrooms unprepared.  
If students do not have prerequisite skills such as listening to stories or 
holding a writing utensil, teachers must take the time to help them learn these things 
in order to keep pace with peers and be ready for both current and future instruction. 
Some students have to learn twice (or more) as much as their peers and at a faster rate 
in order to be successful. Therefore, it is critical that our teachers provide the highest 
quality early interventions to bring these students up to speed quickly. We must take 
action from the start of school, so that we are not waiting for the students to fail.  
Vocabulary Instruction 
    Acquiring vocabulary is a process that happens incidentally for most children as 
they grow. However, because students come from varying backgrounds, not all 
children are exposed to the same language, level or amount of words in the early 
years of life. Snell, Hindeman and Wasik (2015) stated, “the vocabulary and language 
foundation built in the earliest years of life has great bearing on children’s progress 
for many years to come, and this foundation may not be optimally strong for many 
children in poverty” (p. 561). In addition, students coming from families whose first 
language is not English need explicit vocabulary instruction (Vadasy, Nelson & 
Sanders, 2011). Vadasy et al (p. 93) wrote, “Limited instructional time and the 
urgency for catching up English learners with their beginning reading peers demand 
that vocabulary instruction be carefully targeted.” Therefore, it is necessary to explore 
what instructional methods have proven success in the area of vocabulary acquisition.  
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    There have been several fairly recent studies on the best ways to teach vocabulary 
to students in the early grades (Coyne et al., 2010;  Nielsen & Friesen, 2012; 
Silverman & Crandell, 2010;  Silverman, 2007; Vadasy et. al, 2013).  In 
Coyne’s(2011) study of vocabulary, a multi-tiered approach was found to be most 
successful in targeting vocabulary of students at-risk. The students in this study 
received core instruction (Tier 1), in addition to a Tier 2 intervention.  The results 
were that students at-risk made as many gains as those who were labeled not at-risk 
(p. 155).  
The National Reading Panel (2000) found “the rich contexts that storybooks provide 
along with the opportunity for active engagement with target vocabulary are both 
important components that enhance vocabulary gains (Coyne et al., 2010, p. 124).   
There is compelling research as noted above that specific vocabulary instruction is 
necessary to help close the language gap.  The research is not as clear as to the best 
way to do this, but studies suggest that multiple exposures to vocabulary is important 
for student understanding and acquisition.  The following section will examine the 
research of those that have studied vocabulary instruction in early grades to provide 
more insight into the best strategies for teaching our youngest learners. 
Researching what works 
Beck and McKeown (2007) created a vocabulary intervention in kindergarten 
and first-grade classrooms, in which the teacher used read-aloud time to provide “rich 
instruction” of vocabulary. The “rich instruction” included contextualizing, defining 
and giving examples of target words in books, having children repeat the words and 
give examples of the words. Silverman (2007) compared three vocabulary 
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instructional methods in Kindergarten classrooms: contextual instruction, analytical 
instruction and anchored instruction. Contextual instruction is when the teacher 
defines and connects words to student background knowledge. Analytical instruction 
involves contextual instruction with analysis of words through comparing and 
contrasting. Anchored instruction includes both contextual and analytical with 
attention to spoken and written form of words. Silverman and Crandell (2010) found 
a multi-dimensional approach to work best, yet also noted that the results varied 
dependent on the initial vocabulary level of the student. While all students 
demonstrated growth as measured by vocabulary pre and post tests, students who 
entered with higher vocabularies initially demonstrated more growth. 
Coyne, McCoach, Loftus, Zipoli and Kapp (2009) also compared three 
methods of vocabulary instruction: incidental exposure, direct teaching through 
embedded exposure, embedded and extended instruction—where words are 
introduced in new context, a picture shown, and words are generalized. The study 
found embedded and extended instruction to be more effective than incidental 
exposure as Table 1 shows.  Extended instruction was the most effective for children 
to fully understand the words, rather than gaining partial understanding in embedded 
instruction. Gains made by students in extended instruction were a full point higher in 
receptive, expressive and context knowledge as demonstrated in Table 1.  Like 
Silverman and Crandell, Coyne et. al (2009) found results for students with initial 
higher vocabularies on pre-tests had larger gains overall than students with lower 
initial vocabularies as measured by pretests. 
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(Coyne et. al, 2009, p. 11) 
It is clear that using vocabulary multiple times throughout a day provides the 
largest gains for students.  This research indicated that exposing students more than 
once to new words helps them build stronger understanding and retain the word to be 
able to use it in their own expressive vocabularies.   
Vocabulary Instructional Components 
    In most studies surrounding vocabulary instruction, reading aloud was a key 
component. In Snell, Hindeman and Wasik’s (2015) report they reviewed five key 
strategies from previous research for implementing vocabulary instruction during 
book reading. They include: 
1. Define new words 
2. Discuss and ask children questions about new words 
3. Reread books 
4. Engage children in retelling activities 
5. Integrate new words into other classroom activities (p. 563). 
In a similar study, Wasik et al. found an intervention called “rich instruction” that 
worked as part of a read aloud time. The teachers defined words in context providing 
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examples, had students repeat and make judgments about the words, and create their 
own examples. (p. 320). There is a lack of research on vocabulary instruction 
separated from reading aloud in the early grades, most likely because students are not 
yet independently accessing text and can produce orally more than they can read or 
write. There are also remaining questions about how to implement strategies for the 
most effective results long term (Snell et al., 2015; Coyne et al., 2009). 
    Brabham, Buskist, Henderson, Paleologos, & Baugh (2012) recommend flooding 
classrooms with vocabulary drawing on multiple strategies, including semantic maps 
and feature analysis as recommended by Nagy years ago.  They created a plan to 
teach ‘an abundance’ of words that includes: integration, repetition and meaningful 
use (p. 526).  These researchers also draw upon Marzano and Beck & McKeown’s 
work on the effective practice of  relating new words to old words (Brabham et. 
al).  They propose that flooding our classrooms with rich and systematic vocabulary 
instruction daily “has the potential to expand word learning for students with rich 
vocabularies and accelerate vocabulary acquisition for students with less developed 
vocabularies” (Brabham et. al, 2015, p. 532).   
 According to multiple sources of research, vocabulary instructional practices 
must be intentional, connected to read alouds and provide opportunities for multiple 
exposures and connected to known vocabulary.  However, there is limited 
information on specifics, particularly in a preschool setting.  
Limitations across the literature 
    Vocabulary instruction in the early years is not widely studied, despite the amount 
of research regarding oral language gaps (Beck & McKeown, 2007; Biemiller, 2001; 
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Brabham et. al, 2015; Neuman & Dwyer, 2009, Wright, 2012).  In addition, the recent 
studies of instruction have found inconsistent methods both in curriculum and 
practice (Brabham et. al, 2015; Stahl & Fairbanks, 1989; Sparks, 2013, Wright, 
2012).  There remains debate about whether vocabulary  is best taught in depth or 
breadth (Beck & McKeown, 2007; Biemiller, 2004,  Coyne et. al, 2009).  
Since there is not an abundance of research around vocabulary instruction in 
Preschool, it will be important to use the previous research that is available in 
creating a curriculum to increase the vocabulary of students.  In addition, looking at 
previous research and practice around effective early interventions may support in 
filling the gaps that are seen in early vocabulary instruction.   
Rationale for Research 
By looking at the research around early intervention, language and literacy, 
and vocabulary instruction we see the need for impacting vocabulary development 
from the start of school, particularly for students entering school with less developed 
language. “Hart and Risley's findings are a particularly striking illustration of what 
numerous other studies have shown as well: that the vocabulary and language 
foundation built in the earliest years of life has great bearing on children's progress 
for many years to come, and this foundation may not be optimally strong for many 
children in poverty” (as cited in Snell, Hindeman & Wasik, 2014, p. 561). Like Marie 
Clay did in her study of what strong readers do, Hart and Risely looked at what 
families are doing to promote literacy learning. “In their study of children 9 to 36 
months, the amount and quality of caregiver language that children were exposed to 
in the home was significantly related to the children’s vocabulary development (as 
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cited in Rush, 1999, p.5). By using an asset building model like Reading Recovery, 
focusing on building language of students identified at-risk, and intervening early, I 
hope to positively impact the vocabulary development of at risk students in 
Preschool, and therefore, impact their overall literacy success. 
Too many of our students enter school behind and in turn, start Kindergarten 
behind their peers. Despite large gains that can be made in academic areas, students 
are not able to accelerate like their peers, because they have less skill and language to 
build upon. We can and should continue to build item knowledge for our students, but 
it cannot be at the expense of their later literacy progress. Students need rich, 
interesting experiences with lots of language opportunities, built by adults who work 
at the zone of proximal development for each child, in order to lay the foundation for 
future literacy growth.  
Summary 
“The use of research-based, effective vocabulary-building strategies in 
classrooms would result in more learning for all students, but it is clear that 
the greatest need for such strategies is for those students who enter school 
behind in their language development (Snell et al., p. 561).” 
Vocabulary is clearly a critical link in early and later literacy success. Additionally, it 
is clear that we must intervene early with methods that have proven effective. Early 
interventions like Reading Recovery have proven success in literacy and language 
building of our most struggling students. The following section will outline a 
curriculum intended to fill the gap for students entering behind in their amount of 
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known words by addressing the question, How can a curriculum support early 
intervention strategies of at risk preschoolers? 
    Chapter 3 will discuss the methodology in creating a curriculum.  It will outline the 
intended audience, procedures used and rationale behind them in order to create a unit 
that will target the vocabulary instruction of at risk preschoolers. The literature 
reviewed has provided a strong base of support for why it is necessary to create a 
curriculum that targets the needs of at-risk preschoolers. The literature has also 
helped to ground the curriculum in what works based on current practices and 
interventions today.  	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CHAPTER THREE: 
Methodology 
Introduction 
The literature findings previously reviewed have shown that early intervention 
is critical to student success in literacy. Yet, even schools that have early 
interventions in place still have students who are not successful, or end up plateauing 
due to lack of background knowledge. Because we are still seeing holes in the 
performance of at-risk students in literacy, research is needed to determine why gaps 
remain and how we can close them. Through my years of teaching Kindergarten, I 
have already implemented and developed strategies to target our most at-risk students 
in the area of literacy. Yet my experience and the relevant literature confirm that 
students continue to fall behind.   
I changed my role in the education system in the hopes to provide more 
impact on our youngest learners—specifically those falling behind.  As a Multi-
Tiered Systems of Support Lead in Early Childhood I had the opportunity to lead a 
team of teachers in researching and developing curriculum that would address the 
gaps of our preschool learners.  After reviewing various existing curriculums and 
conducting a Literature Review, the team established that writing our own curriculum 
would best support the needs of our students.  Chapter 3 will address the 
methodology and procedures used to complete one unit of study within the 
curriculum by specifically looking at the question: How does curriculum support 
early intervention strategies of at risk preschoolers? 
Reviewing Existing Curriculum 
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 An early childhood team of teachers, administrators and lead teachers 
reviewed three preschool curriculums in order to inventory what already existed and 
whether it might meet our needs.  The curriculums reviewed were Creative 
Curriculum, My Big Day, and Discovering our World.  We reviewed the components, 
read individual lessons, used a common rating tool, and discussed the pros and cons 
of each curriculum.  According to the National Center on Quality Teaching and 
Learning, an effective curriculum has comprehensive domains of learning, specific 
learning goals, well designed learning activities, intentional teaching, ongoing 
assessment, family involvement, is culturally and linguistically responsive, 
individualizes instruction, and is appropriate for program staff, children and families 
(Choosing a Preschool Curriculum, 2012).   
 The review of existing curriculum helped our team align our goals.  We found 
formatting we liked and components we knew would best support our teachers and 
students.   The team concluded that in order to best meet the needs of our students, 
creating our own curriculum would be the best choice.   
Reviewing Current Research 
 The team expanded our review of current research to include anyone in the 
Early Childhood program who was interested.  This served two purposes: to promote 
buy in from all staff and to set a foundation of understanding around current research 
as we moved to write a curriculum everyone would be expected to use.  The review 
included five research areas: curriculum framework, standards, instruction, equity, 
and developmentally appropriate practice.  Teams of 5-8 people were assigned a 
research topic and articles were provided for the team.  There was a lead team who 
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screened any additional research before putting it out for review.  Teams read and 
discussed articles over 3 meetings using guiding questions as a basis for conversation.  
Each team presented the information to the entire Early Childhood Team who had 
conducted the current research review.  Themes were documented and this process set 
the stage for entering curriculum writing.   
Curriculum Framework 
 Reviewing existing curriculum and current research gave the team ideas on 
what we wanted our curriculum to include, as well as how we wanted it to look.  As a 
team, we narrowed down what components we would start writing and how we 
wanted to present this in formatting to teachers.   
Intended Audience 
 The curriculum was used with the preschool students in a large suburban 
district.  The population of students is similar to the district demographics of 32 % 
students of color, 23% free or reduced lunch, 8% students eligible for English Learner 
services.  These demographics represent the district as a whole, but each school’s 
demographics can vary greatly.  For example, there are several schools in the district 
who have received a 50% or more free and reduced lunch status.  Also, something to 
note is that the preschool programming targets at risk students, so these populations 
are a bit higher in the preschool classrooms.   
    Instructional Setting. The curriculum created is intended for use in an inner-ring 
suburb of a large midwestern city in the United States. Currently in the elementary 
and middle schools, students receive literacy instruction through a continuous 
improvement model, called Literacy Collaborative (Fountas & Pinnell, 2015). Most 
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of the specialized services provided (i.e., special education and English language) are 
provided through a push-in or co-taught model where specialized teachers go into the 
classroom to support Units of Study and curriculum taught in the classroom. In the 
preschool classrooms, students with special education needs are serviced through a 
co-taught model or itinerant services in which the teachers come into the classroom.  
There is currently no specialized service for students who are identified as English 
Language learners in preschool.  Some of the classrooms have one licensed teacher 
and 2 teaching assistants.  The co-taught special education classrooms have 2 licensed 
teachers and 2 teaching assistants.  There are typically between 16-20 students in a 
classroom.  Students attend a morning or afternoon session for 2.5 hours.   
Participants. The curriculum was written by a core team consisting of: 12 
teachers, administrators and lead teachers.  The lead teachers and administrators lead 
the process with additional research and professional development presented 
throughout the curriculum work.  The teachers on the team all were currently teaching 
4 year olds in some capacity and had a diverse range of experience, including special 
educators, previously Kindergarten teachers, parent educators and 3 year old teachers.  
The curriculum went through several reviews by other district leaders such as the 
Equity Coordinator and Teaching and Learning Coordinator, as well as the Early 
Childhood staff, Advisory council and parents.   
Rationale. 
According to Frede and Ackerman, “Not all curriculum models have been 
empirically evaluated or even based on a systematic and comprehensive review of 
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research of how young children learn” (2007).  In addition, Vgotsky’s research directs 
us to the importance of social language in the learning process.  A specific preschool 
curriculum designed to target language instruction and individualization is a great 
need in our pre-kindergarten classrooms. It is with this in mind that I am developing a 
specific curriculum to target building background knowledge of our most at risk 
students.  
Understanding by Design 
Understanding by Design (UbD) is a framework to plan curriculum, 
assessment and instruction (McTighe & Wiggins, 2012). The framework is a 
backward design model working through three stages. The first stage is to identify 
what students need to know—what are the essential questions or understandings that 
students need as an outcome of the teaching and learning?   Stage two is establishing 
what will tell you that the students have learned (assessment method) and stage three 
is how you help students get to the essential learning (McTighe & Wiggins).  
In my curriculum design, I started with the Early Childhood Indicators of 
Progress—specifically targeting the Literacy and Social Emotional Standards.   Once 
I established what is essential for students to know in the first six weeks of school, I 
developed a plan to assess how I will know that they have learned. Lastly, I created 
read aloud lessons, guided group lessons and active learning centers that would help 
students understand essential learning. 
Instructional Practices 
Through review of current research, experience teaching Kindergarten and the 
success I have seen from Reading Recovery as an intervention, there are a variety of 
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instructional methods used in the development of this curriculum. By using read 
alouds, direct instruction, starting with the known, students will acquire the necessary 
knowledge to close gaps and prevent future at risk literacy learning.  
Read Alouds. McGee states, “each day of the repeated read aloud 
systematically builds and extends children’s awareness and understanding of 
vocabulary.  Across three days of reading the same book, the strategies used in 
repeated read aloud provide children with an opportunity to engage more actively in 
the reading experience” (2007).  The curriculum has been intentionally designed to 
use one book through three or more days to ensure children the opportunity to build 
on what they already know and engage in conversation that supports building more 
knowledge.    
Direct Instruction. Nielsen and Friesen  (2012) stated, “the focus of the 
ultimate goal of reading, comprehension, has been limited to reading-comprehension 
strategies. Strategies alone are not enough for students without the strong base in 
aspects of language development that impacts later reading comprehension” (p. 269). 
This implies that we have to directly teach vocabulary to students at risk.  The read 
aloud lessons and guided group lessons explicitly teach new vocabulary in the 
curriculum designed.  Stahl and Fairbanks (1986) studied vocabulary instruction and 
found that direct instruction is most effective when it involves word definitions and 
explanations of words in context. Therefore, when there is new vocabulary within a 
read aloud or guided group lesson, an explicit definition and explanation or picture 
support is provided. 
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Writing. Marie Clay (2005) outlines a process for writing and cutting up a 
sentence in her Literacy Lessons Designed for Individuals text used for Reading 
Recovery. The process of writing in the early grades is taking oral language to print. 
In order to develop a story idea as emergent literacy learners, students must first 
engage in a meaningful conversation. The curriculum unit utilizes Clay’s theories 
about early writing and engages students in meaningful conversations to develop 
story ideas. The conversation between a student and expert other (the teacher) 
provides individualized instruction to lift the language of the child.   
Starting with the Known. Another important component of Clay’s Literacy 
Lessons for Individuals is to anchor instruction on what the child already knows. In 
fact, the first two weeks of lessons, known as Roaming around the Known, are 
designed at simply solidifying what the child knows in the areas of literacy and 
language (2005, p. 32). This same idea is used in writing the curriculum. Although 
nothing specific can be written for what is known due to each child’s individual 
differences, the unit is built on the premise that any new knowledge is built upon the 
knowledge students already bring.  
Conclusion 
    Early intervention practices have been closing the gap in item knowledge literacy 
for many young learners. Yet, as they continue to develop as readers, literacy success 
remains elusive. My own experiences and academic research points to background 
knowledge as being a major obstacle to literacy achievement levels, particularly for at 
risk students. If background knowledge is an important factor in reducing the 
language and literacy gaps of our earliest learners, we need to have strong curriculum 
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and instruction based on research. By creating a unit of study that is based on 
methods that have proven success, I propose that we can support our most at-risk 
learners by building the knowledge necessary for future literacy success.  
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CHAPTER FOUR 
Results 
Introduction 
Chapter Four will provide the results in creating a curriculum address the 
research question, How does curriculum support early intervention strategies of at 
risk preschoolers?  As previously described, writing the curriculum was a process 
undertaken by a team of people that involved some initial review and research of 
existing curriculum and best practice research for early childhood.  After this work, I 
designed a process for the team to work through as we designed the first unit of our 
curriculum.  The process involved pairing some professional development alongside 
the actual writing of the curriculum.  Chapter Four will review the process itself, as 
well as the writing results of the curriculum.  The curriculum is included in the 
appendices. 
 In chapter three, I gave a brief overview of the Understanding by Design 
framework.  The Understanding by Design template is included in Appendix A.  
Chapter three will address the three Understanding by Design stages as the team 
worked through them.  A summary of the first stage will be given of desired results, 
outcomes and learning goals.  Next, the second stage will be addressed of how 
progress will be measured.  Lastly, the third stage will be summarized with the 
specific learning activities in mind.   
Beginning the Process 
 The writing started with a full three days of grounding ourselves in what a 
curriculum framework is and what we and our district believe about teaching and 
learning.  In this process we were able to start laying the foundation for our 
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curriculum.  By aligning our beliefs with best practice research, we were able to 
identify learning theories to base our curriculum work on, create a framework that 
aligned with these theories, establish a schedule that would support the framework, 
create essential understandings for each unit and map them according to what made 
sense for the unit topic.  Then we could start writing within the framework to detail 
read aloud lessons, guided group lessons and active learning centers.  As discovered 
in the Literature Review, early intervention strategies for teaching vocabulary require 
a tiered approach (Cuticelli, Coyne, Ware, Oldham, Rattan, 2015). 	  This research 
aligns with our curricular framework of utilizing read alouds, guided groups and 
active learning to teach concepts and vocabulary. 
Beliefs  
Our district work with the Literacy Collaborative emphasizes quality Tier 1 
instruction which is defined as: all students receive high quality, scientifically based 
instruction, differentiated to meet their needs and are screened on a periodic basis to 
identify struggling learners who need additional support (ISD 196).  Our Early 
Childhood Program defines our core beliefs as: quality learning environments consist 
of child initiated learning activities facilitated by teachers in a manner that children 
find engaging, fun and meaningful.  Children construct meaningful knowledge that is 
relevant to their world by connecting what they know to new information and 
learning within the context of social relationships (ISD 196, Early Childhood 
Department).   
Framework 
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 Our beliefs led us to create four essential components of our curriculum 
framework which include: engaging, collaborative learning opportunities, clear 
expectations about what we want students to know, ongoing formative assessment, 
and guided instruction within the zone of proximal development.  The framework was 
created out of what we wanted students to understand, to know, and to be able to do, 
which is based of work from Understanding by Design as well as Michael Dufour’s 
work on Professional Learning Communities (McTighe and Wiggins, Dufours).  The 
table below illustrates how the three stages were used to design the curriculum. 
Stage One-Desired 
Results, Outcomes, Goals 
Big Ideas—Community, Living Things, Environment 
Essential Understandings 
Stage Two-How will 
progress be measured 
Early Childhood Indicators of Progress 
Stage Three-Lessons Read Aloud, Guided Groups, Active Learning 
 
 After looking at existing curriculum, units created for grades K-5 in the 
district, and state standards, we decided on three big ideas: community, living things 
and environments.  These three concepts are the foundation of all the units created, 
because they concepts we want children to understand for lifelong learning.  Then we 
created six units of study that allows children to access these broader concepts.  
Within each unit we created essential understandings to help frame our lessons and 
outline what we want children to know.  Next we embedded standards within the 
units and weeks to specifically target what we want children to be able to do.  In order 
to dig down to the actual lessons, we needed to create a common understanding of 
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how the learning would be embedded throughout the day.  We created a common 
daily schedule to support teachers in implementing the curriculum.  In identifying 
essential components and big ideas, creating units with essential understandings, 
embedding the standards, and creating a common daily schedule, we laid a foundation 
for creating each unit.  
Daily Schedule 
 In a preschool classroom there are 2.5 hours of instruction and it was critical 
for our team to agree on how that time would look, in order to create and implement a 
curriculum.  Since one of our essential components is engaging, collaborative 
learning opportunities, we had to ensure the time in the day allowed for children to 
engage in their own learning.  This is what led us to create the title Active Learning 
for the period of the day typically referred to as play time or choice time.  If we 
wanted children to be active members of their own learning we needed a large 
amount of time for them to do just that.  Research points to extended periods of time 
are what allow children to become more deeply engaged (Snell and Wasik, 2015).  
We also included a short, targeted instruction time for guided groups, typically known 
as small group time.  We intentionally shifted the title to guided groups to align with 
the K-5 curriculum and support teachers in understanding the intent of another one of 
the essential components: guided instruction within a zone of proximal development.  
This aligns with the research of Clay (2002) of starting with what a child knows. 
Another component of the schedule that we targeted for lessons was read aloud in 
order to support teachers with clear expectations of what we want students to know, 
by creating focus statements and guiding questions.   
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Aligning Essential Understandings 
 After determining what was most important for students to know in the first 
six weeks of school, we mapped them across the unit into weeks, essentially creating 
a title per week.  The title was similar to an idea of a ‘theme’.  However, it was 
important for us to distinguish the difference between themes, such as farm or space 
and essential understandings, such as understanding feelings and feeling safe.  The 
essential understandings are part of a much bigger concept we want students to 
understand that fits into our enduring understandings of community, living things and 
environment.  Therefore we choose not to call each week a theme, but rather just 
named it along with each week to give a sense of what students were learning through 
their engagement in read alouds, guided groups and active learning.  Weaving the 
essential understandings through the different areas of instruction was critical to 
answering the question, How does curriculum support early intervention strategies of 
at risk preschoolers? This aligns with the research that increasing oral language and 
vocabulary happen through multiple exposures (Stahl & Stahl, 2004). 	  	  
Stage 2-How will Progress will be Measured: Standards and I Can Statements 
 Mapping the essential understandings across the weeks allowed us to start 
looking at the Minnesota Early Childhood Indicators of Progress, which are the 
standards for Early Childhood (MDE, 2017). This is where McTighe and Wiggins 
(2011) suggest that you are to ‘think like assessors’ to decide if your students have 
met the outcomes define in stage one (p. 48).  We started to align standards into 
weeks according to what made sense for the essential understanding that week.  Then 
we wrote I can statements to make the standard more child friendly.  This was new to 
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most of the team members, so we tried it together and then went back to it the next 
day after reviewing some sample I can statements and looking at how children’s work 
would demonstrate understanding of a standard.  The I can statements align with 
work in the elementary grades, as well as make it clear to children what to expect.   
Understanding by Design-Stage Three 
This final stage is the point of the process that addresses my research question, 
How does curriculum support early intervention strategies of at risk preschoolers?  
Here is where specific strategies are detailed in lesson plans (including read alouds, 
guided groups, and active learning) that address supporting preschoolers growth and 
acceleration.  The literature review in chapter two of this capstone gave me the 
understanding of how early intervention strategies can support learners, what 
interventions are most powerful and the best way to implement strategies to maximize 
learning.  Now I was able to apply that understanding and support the team in 
creating lessons that moved beyond activity oriented planning, as suggested by 
McTighe and Wiggins (2011).   
Read Alouds 
 As discovered in the Literature Review, the National Reading Panel (2000) 
found “the rich contexts that storybooks provide along with the opportunity for active 
engagement with target vocabulary are both important components that enhance 
vocabulary gains (Coyne et al., 2010, p.124).  We set out to create active read alouds 
with rich vocabulary instruction to match the research.  We started by selecting high 
quality texts that would match the essential understandings for each week.  In order to 
write the lesson plans, we did some reading of interactive read aloud research and 
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discussion about what makes a text high quality.  Then I modeled writing a focus 
statement and guiding questions for a text based on the standards selected.  Next we 
tried working through a text together and last, the teams were sent to work on focus 
statements and guiding questions for three books per week.  We used the gradual 
release model in supporting the curriculum team to write the read aloud lessons.  This 
helped us prepare for the next component, which would intentionally use the gradual 
release of responsibility—guided groups.  
Guided Groups 
 Guided groups are designed to support learning through a process of explicit 
instruction (tell), model what you want them to understand (show) and support the 
child with practice (do) and gradual release of responsibility. According to Denton, 
“explicit instruction, extended opportunities for guided and independent practice” 
create successful interventions for students (2015, p. 232).  This research provided a 
foundation for creating guided groups.  The other research that supported this work is 
the RtI tiered intervention model.  In a preschool setting, guided groups fall under a 
Tier 2 category of providing small intervention groups with ongoing progress 
monitoring (Literacy Collaborative, 2009).    
By first looking at the essential understanding and standards, we asked the 
team to think like a teacher and like a child.  What materials would entice the child?  
How will the teacher use opportunities to support the learning?   After brainstorming 
some ideas we wrote a lesson that included the essential understanding, standards, I 
can statements, opening, focus statement, process, guiding questions and closing.  
The opening was written with the intention of hooking the children into the lesson.  
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The focus statement directed student learning so students had clear expectations of 
learning. The process was written as a guide of what might occur during the lesson, 
being flexible enough to allow for individual differences and differentiation.  The 
closing emphasized what the intention of the lesson was reiterating the focus 
statement.  Some lessons also included an assessment point to support ongoing 
formative assessment.   
Active Learning 
 Active Learning was written with the intention for students to independently 
practice what was learned as part of read aloud and guided group lessons.  This links 
back to Denton’s research of interventions that are successful provide many 
opportunities for active student involvement and independent practice (2015, p. 232).  
We chose standards that aligned with six centers in the classroom: the arts, math, 
blocks, writing, reading, and science.  Then we wrote the materials necessary and 
potential activities the students might engage in to support the essential understanding 
and standards.  We also included texts that would support thinking about an essential 
understanding and the work in the center.  We wrote guiding questions for the first 
three weeks and second three weeks of the unit to be posted, in order to support 
teachers in guiding children’s learning.   
Conclusion 
 With guidance and embedded professional development, I led a team to 
deeply understand and create a curriculum framework for our four year old programs.  
We started with the theoretical foundation and framework, grounded ourselves in a 
daily schedule that would allow for learning opportunities that ranged on the gradual 
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release continuum, and then created lessons with essential understandings, standards, 
I can statements and assessment points for read alouds, guided groups and active 
learning.   
 We were able to use research as a foundation for our work.  Utilizing the 
tiered approach as recommended by Cuticelli, Coyne, Ware, Oldham and Rattam 
(2015), we could target the question: How does curriculum support early intervention 
strategies of at risk preschoolers?  Due to the background and understanding of the 
team, we were not able to go as in depth into vocabulary instructional methods as I 
had hoped.  Snell, Hindeman and Wasik’s approach to strategically teaching 
vocabulary was an idea that came up continually in the process of writing and 
discussing instructional methods, but never officially made it into the curriculum 
(2015, p. 563).  This would be an additional layer I would like to add as we look at 
revision and additions to the curriculum.   
 In the final chapter of my capstone I will draw conclusions in answering the 
question, How does curriculum support early intervention strategies of at risk 
preschoolers?  I will reflect on the process of writing the capstone and writing the 
curriculum.  Chapter Five will outline my personal growth, insight gained from 
writing a curriculum, implications for my study, limitations, future work needed and 
how the results will be communicated.   
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  Conclusions	  	  Introduction	  
Through the process of writing this capstone, I have worked to answer the 
question, How does curriculum support early intervention strategies of at risk 
preschoolers?   My experiences in teaching have led me to explore this question and 
to provide greater impact in the field of education. Thinking back to my introduction 
of this capstone and goals of being an educator, I can say that I am well on my way to 
impacting students in a profound way.  In fact, by becoming a leader in the teaching 
community, I have been able to provide even more impact on not only my students, 
but also students across the program.  I have learned about curriculum design and 
how to lead a team to create curriculum with outcomes that impact our most at risk 
students.  I have implemented high quality curriculum personally, as well as training 
to support my colleagues in implementation.  I discovered that there is little research 
on the early intervention of preschoolers and so the literature review drove me to 
create curriculum that specifically supported early intervention strategies of 
preschoolers.  In the last chapter of this capstone, I will summarize my personal 
growth from this process, describe implications and challenges, as well as what the 
next steps might be. 
Personal Growth 
 Writing a capstone and curriculum have challenged me personally and 
professionally.  I have had many roadblocks that have prolonged this process and 
forced me to change focus from action research to a curriculum capstone.  It made 
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most sense to align my career journey with my capstone writing, as I ended up 
becoming a leader in the curriculum writing team.  This has allowed me to explore in 
depth about what it takes to not only write a curriculum framework, but to lead a team 
of teachers to deep understanding of research behind curriculum.   
 The literature review helped deepen my understanding of what early 
intervention means and how it is best implemented.  The research confirmed my own 
beliefs that children entering kindergarten were falling behind and how critical it is 
that instruction be intentional in preschool (National Center for Education Statistics).  
The Understanding by Design framework was learning that helped deepen my 
understanding of writing curriculum and has me thinking differently about 
instructional practice.  Being able to support learners in the big ideas will ensure their 
future success and goes beyond creating ‘fun’ activities.  It also supports early 
intervention, as the intentionality of instruction is clear when using backwards design 
methods.   
Implications 
By writing a curriculum for program use with a dedicated team of 
professionals willing to dig into research, the impact ended up being greater than 
intended.  In helping to standardize what is being taught in our early childhood 
classrooms, teachers are using best practice to impact our students, especially those 
most at risk. The team is able to provide greater support than myself alone, because 
teachers are able to reach out for questions more easily and multiple models of 
implementation are being used across the program.  In addition, the success of 
curriculum use and excitement over the materials spread into our three year old 
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programming.  This has led them to write a curriculum of their own, using the four 
year old curriculum as a framework.   
Now that there is a program wide curriculum, it would be beneficial for the 
district to conduct further studies on its impact for future programming.  Being able to 
track the progress of preschoolers who participated in the district programming going 
forward into Kindergarten will give stakeholders a better picture of its overall 
effectiveness.  This data is also useful information to collect for state initiatives, such 
as Voluntary Preschool.   
Limitations 
As with any endeavor, there were challenges in writing this capstone.  I 
encountered personal challenges, the team experienced areas of challenge, and there 
were limitations with the research.   
The team had challenges in the process and I found myself personally 
challenged with the personalities of passionate educators.  The balancing act of 
supporting the opinions educators with years of experience alongside weighing 
current research and trends about what best supports the learning of students was 
something that kept repeating itself.  I learned to by mindful to listen to opinions and 
let everyone have a voice, while constantly reminding the team of the literature we 
had reviewed about what supports our youngest learners.  The overall philosophy of 
early childhood of children learning through hands on experience in a constructivist 
manner really drove the heart of our conversations.  What was interesting was there 
were often lessons suggested or presented that we carefully deconstructed and found 
them to be very teacher directed versus allowing the children to construct their own 
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knowledge.  Coming back to children being the center of learning was a reminder our 
team needed again and again.  In the end, our product ended up truly matching our 
philosophy.   
Another challenge in writing curriculum with the team was the gap in 
background knowledge of the teachers.  Since I had come from an elementary 
background, there were experiences and trainings I had that many of the preschool 
teachers had not.  Formal use of assessment and using data to drive instruction are 
some examples.  Vocabulary development in a more direct instruction model is 
something else that was unfamiliar to many teachers.  As discussed in Chapter Four, 
in future drafts of the curriculum, it would be helpful to add direct vocabulary 
instructional methods.  All three of these areas were critical components in the 
research of how to target learners.  It took my classroom implementation and 
evidence of student learning to convince teachers about the importance of their 
inclusion in the curriculum.  This convinced teachers to try some things out in their 
own classrooms, where they could see the evidence for themselves of student 
learning.   
Another particular challenge is the lack of research specific to four year olds 
and early intervention methods.  As discussed in the literature review, much of the 
research is conducted at elementary grades.  While this research is useful, it would be 
beneficial to have future research conducted in a preschool setting.  In particular, 
there is more research needed on vocabulary intervention in preschool.  The literature 
points to the importance of this instruction, but does not necessarily define specific 
instructional methods for this age group.   
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Next Steps 
The team wrote the curriculum as a first draft so that teachers and children 
could experience it and then we could come back together to revise and edit.  I think 
this benefited implementation because teachers were willing to take on risks and try 
lessons that they might not have otherwise tried.  We gathered feedback in order to 
come back to the table and re-write to make our first draft even better.  In this process 
I learned that curriculum is truly a framework.  It is a living document that will have 
to be continually adjusted to fit the learners you have.  Each year will be different and 
the most important component is who is in front of you in the classroom.  As teachers 
we must constantly keep track of the knowledge our students bring in with the 
learning goals in mind.  Good curriculum will take these things into account.   
As mentioned in the implications section, it will be useful to track data of 
students as they move through programming to see the effects of the curriculum.  We 
are currently implementing stronger assessment protocols, which will enable us to see 
the progress of students.  Keeping track of these records will inform decisions about 
continued modification and adjustment of curriculum and assessment, in order to best 
support our preschoolers.   
Conclusion 
 In setting out to answer the question, How does curriculum support early 
intervention strategies of at risk preschoolers? I have learned many things.  I have 
learned to lead and work on a team through various challenges.  I have found the core 
components of a successful curriculum to include read aloud, guided groups and 
active learning.  I have discovered the evolving nature of curriculum and how it must 
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match the needs of the students.  I have found the intervention strategies that are 
critical for learning rely on using and interpreting individual student data.  Most 
importantly, I have circled back to my mission as an educator, which is to lay the 
foundation for profound success for all students regardless of circumstance, ability, or 
demography.  By creating a curriculum that is program wide, I have helped to support 
all teachers and learners in the endeavor of lifelong learning.     
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Understanding by Design Template 
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Process: 
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